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Abstract 
This project centers around the problematic issue of whitening products and their role in 
contemporary American society. By using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capitals, Catherine Hakim’s 
theory of erotic capital and Margaret Hunter’s concept of racial capital, we detail and problematise how 
branding, selling and advertising whitening products illustrate the complicated nature of social 
inequalities, with specific reference to race, class and sexuality. Even though the aforementioned 
products might provide symbolic privileges to the women buying them, we conclude that it is only a 
byproduct of the companies’s quest to raise their sales and capitalise on existing inequalities. 
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The most disrespected person in America is the black woman. 
The most unprotected person in America is the black woman. 
The most neglected person in America is the black woman. 
 
Malcom X, 1962 
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Introduction and Problem Definition 
In contemporary American society a historical cultural and social amnesia seems to flourish - it 
is not uncommon to hear arguments such as ‘racism is a part of the past’, and that ‘black people are 
much better off now’. When considering that a black person has been elected to the highest office in 
the country and run for two consecutive terms - it is easy to blindly believe that racism is passé. 
However, the current trends of discussing race within mainstream media, which have been introduced 
to mass audiences by superstars such as Beyoncé, Nicki Minaj and Rihanna, but also controversies 
concerning the Academy Awards, police brutality in areas such as Ferguson and Compton, and of 
course the Black Lives Matter movement, inspired us to take a closer look at the construction and 
perception of blackness in American society. A way to look at the ongoing construction of blackness 
and to depict that the perceived passé of racism is far from over, is to investigate what role the beauty 
industry plays in furthering the systematic racism that is, sadly, an indisputable foundation of American 
society. Now, the relationship between racism and the cosmetics industry might not seem as a given to 
most people, and being sceptic about this relationship is not an uncommon position to uphold (if you 
are white, of course). However, when taking a closer look at bleaching products from ‘beloved’ 
companies such as Dove, L’Oreal and Fair&White it becomes rather obvious and impossible to miss 
the fact that these companies, perpetuate and further a broad and general racist agenda by the simple 
fact of manufacturing those specimens. The general problem with these products is that, even though 
they are obviously racist, they hide these narratives through clever sales techniques and by 
incorporating black people as representatives for their products, entailing that a process of symbolic 
inclusion is constitutive for the marketing of the products. Even though these products are indisputably 
problematic due to their role in the social structuration of American society, framing the discussion 
without focusing on the reasoning behind using these products, does not seem like a fruitful one. Can 
we think of these products as something more than just direct and oppressive facets of a racist society? 
Do they have the potential to change the privileges of the one’s who use them, or do they only 
symbolically ‘change’ their social position? We therefore need to frame the discussion regarding 
whitening products, as a way where we understand that, even though they discriminate and indirectly 
oppress, they might also carry a potential to empower and function as a survival strategy for a big part 
of American society. Whitening one’s skin can be a strategy to blend in and become more accessible 
and acceptable - taking a look at Beyoncé is enough to realise the complicated conundrum of being a 
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black person digestible for white people - which almost always is a condition for commercial success. 
Being black in today’s America is probably more complicated now than ever - leading to our problem 
definition being: 
 
By conceptualising Rexsol’s and Fair&White’s whitening products in a Bourdieuian capital 
framework, what role do their products play in contemporary American society, in relation to 
social inequality?  
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Method 
Epistemological foundation 
In order to understand the processes of ‘race’ and its social dynamic we conducted an extensive 
research within critical race theory to ensure our analysis was fully informed in relation to 
understanding race as a social construct. We acknowledge our positionality within this kind of research, 
and understand that some of the encapsulations that view ‘race’ as a symbolic and social category (and 
therefore not as a biological and genetic determined entity) (Desmond&Emirbayer 2009:336), seem 
radical and far fetched. We subscribe to the idea that you are not born as a specific ‘race’ with inherent 
psychological and social features, but rather as a social artefact which earns ‘racial’ value through 
political processes that structure our everyday life. We therefore agree with Desmond and Emirbayer 
when they conclude that race is  
“(...) a symbolic category, based on phenotype or ancestry and constructed according to specific 
social and historical contexts, that is misrecognized as a natural category” 
(Desmond&Emirbayer 2009:336). 
 
Furthermore, some of the concepts that we looked into while researching where: 
  
Ordinariness  
When discrimination on the basis of race is thought of as being possible to eradicate by simply 
making rules and regulations that ensures the same treatment for every person despite racial 
background. The problem with this is that it can only work in relation to colour- blindness or formal 
conceptions of equality and can only serve its purpose in the most blatant cases of discrimination on the 
basis of race (Delgado&Stefancic 2006:3). 
 
Interest Convergence 
 Critical race theorists proclaim that an important and often overlooked reason why racism 
prevails and has to some extent been perpetuated from colonial time and to the present is because many 
people actually benefits from this racial hierarchy. Harris claims that racism advances the interests of 
both white elites (materially) and white working class (physically) and therefore large segments of 
society are not interested in eroding the racial hierarchy of racism (Delgado&Stefancic 2006:3). 
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Social Construction Thesis 
Critical race theorists believe in the anti--essentialist idea that race is a social construction but 
that due to racism this is the opposite of what is often seen in society. The genetic racialization of 
people as inheriting traits of personality, intelligence and moral behaviour ‘stuck’ to the very small 
gene pool that constitutes the physical traits of different races results in creation of races. Critical race 
theorists believe that races are created by perpetuating these stereotypical traits and the essentialist 
ideas of the unscientific idea of the link between higher- and lower -order traits in humans 
(Delgado&Stefancic 2006:3). 
 
Differential Racialisation 
These very stereotypical traits as mentioned above can change through time but always in 
relation to what suits the dominant race. This can be for example in relation to the labour market where 
different races are used in different industries and are thus categories and positioned from the elite’s 
needs and uses of the moment. Also according to other interests such as political, the object of the 
racialization can be positioned differently and the stereotype can change according to the interests of 
the powers that be of a certain context and relation (Delgado&Stefancic 2006:3). 
 
Intersectionality and Anti--essentialism 
The simple idea that race, gender and class will always overlap and that “No person has a 
single, easily stated, unitary identity” (Harris in Delgado&Stefancic 2006:4).  
 
The Voice--of-Colour Thesis 
The final thesis is the problem that may occur when every “person of colour” is expected to be 
able to speak about race and racism, which may be countering essentialist thinking. With the minority 
status comes a certain expected knowledge and also an expected responsibility to tell or teach their 
white counterparts about racism (Harris in Delgado&Stefancic 2006:4) 
 It is important to highlight that these concepts do not structure this research paper, but merely 
function as guiding theoretical outlines of how to grasp our problem area. They should therefore only 
be understood as our epistemological foundation and not as the structuring theoretical outlook. The 
only point we used methodologically is Intersectionality and Anti-essentialism. 
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Intersectionality 
Intersectionality as methodology  
As we are writing our paper about issues concerning different types of capital, which were 
previously introduced to the reader in the theory chapter, we decided to use intersectionality as our 
methodological framework to understand inequality. We believe that the only way to properly and 
sincerely comprehend and respectively present different forms of oppression, and of course privilege, 
we need to focus not only on one category, like race or gender, but we need to reflect on how they 
influence each other, and treat them as equally important parts of reality. To make our research 
complete and honest, we need to look at variety of perspectives from marginalized groups, unravel the 
multi-layered processes of oppression and also be aware of normative categories that can be, and often 
in this kind of research are, left unproblematized.  
We are using the work of Hae Yeon Choo and Myra Marx Ferree from University of Wisconsin 
-Madison. In their paper ‘Practicing Intersectionality in Sociological Research: A Critical Analysis of 
Inclusions, Interactions, and Institutions in the Study of Inequalities’ (2010) Choo and Ferree introduce 
three different variations of intersectionality, that can be of use for different types of research 
concerning multiply inequalities,  
“(...) we review and categorize the styles of intersectional practices that exist as being group 
-centered, process- centered, and system- centered. The first emphasizes including 
multiply-marginalized groups in the content of the research; the latter two focus on explaining 
intersectional dynamics through the way that the analysis of the data is done” (2010:130).  
The authors emphasize that the choice of method has to be strictly connected to the type of research 
being done, and that it might be beneficial to read and use those three different ways of conceptualising 
intersectionality as complementing each other, for the most insightful type of research. Choo and 
Ferree identify three fundamental aspects of intersectionality; inclusion, analytical interactions and 
institutional primacy (2010:131).  
“First, we raise the issue of ‘giving voice to the oppressed’ as an expression of intersectionality. 
(...) Second, we focus on intersectionality as defined in practice as an analytic interaction: a 
non-additive process, a transformative interactivity of effects.” (2010:131).  
By considering all those processes and factors in our research we hope to develop informed and 
advised research.  
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Inclusion- Centered Interpretations  
It is important to stress that the concept of intersecting identities was, of course, first introduced 
by black feminists, who introduced the perspective that the experiences of oppression cannot be 
separated from each other. -The lived experience of a black woman in America is a complication of 
race and gender oppression and has to be treated as such. That way of theorising gives voice to people 
who are in the intersection of various categories and therefore, often become invisible, carrying 
conflicting political interests from the two (or more) different groups they belong to. It is important to 
stress that, this brings a danger of treating masculinity and whiteness, as norms and fall into a trap of 
comparing ‘othered’ categories to them, therefore reproducing that normative way of thinking 
(Choo&Ferree 2010:132). 
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A Racialised History of America 
  What does it mean to be white? This is a question that has been researched by sociologist for 
the past decades in order to understand whites’ superior position within societies all over the world, and 
to understand why their position is viewed as transparent to whites themselves. As newer research on 
whiteness and blackness concludes, the white race is not aware of this social position, nor how it has 
come to be this way (Bonilla--Silva; Bonilla-Silva&Baiocchi 2007; Wise 2011; Lewis 2004). 
Whiteness has become the unquestioned structure, a transparent framework that shapes and influences 
every life. This is especially evident in the American society, where social inequality was part of the 
formation of America. American society is founded upon racialized prospects giving the colour of your 
skin a social meaning and determining your societal position.  
Race was firstly believed to be biological or a genetically determined, therefore by portraying 
non-whites as the ‘other’ representing everything morally reprehensible, the Europeans would hence 
automatically be represented as moral superiority through the established dichotomy of us/them, 
civilized/uncivilized. Moreover by linking the ‘others’ as uncivilized with savage behaviour, like 
animals, consequently placed people of colour within a category of sub-humans, ‘allowing’ whites to 
use them as slaves. However, this belief has been disregarded, and race is now perceived as being an 
outdated matter, heightened by the Declaration of Independence and the American Dream granting 
everybody equal opportunities. But because of the violent historical formation of America; the abuse 
and exploitation of non-whites from its very beginning, has established an unequal society that gives 
advantages and benefits whites. We will within this chapter examine some of the events that have 
contributed to the inequality between people due to colour perceptions. We will also examine the 
privileges that whites benefit from today, and how they are perpetuated to the colour blind eyes of 
whites, allowing whites to de--racialise themselves in terms of understanding and participation in 
colourist and racist acts. 
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Laws and Events 
One of the purest illustrating events of American racial history is shown in the Declaration of 
Independency claiming “all men are created equal”. When it was written in 1776, by Thomas Jefferson, 
who, himself had slaves, it did not include people of colour but whites only, because they were 
regarded as property. First of, by not including people of colour, they were subdued to a category that 
maintained people of colour within their position as slaves. Secondly, this helped found the transparent 
racialized structures, that we, in this paper, are wanting to examine. With the new conceptualization of 
the Declaration of Independence being “all men are created equal” now including every American, it is 
thus conflicting that today’s society still favours people with a white or lighter skin colour, thus 
because of its contradiction such structures become transparent to anyone (read: whites) benefitting 
from it. As Tim Wise, an anti-racist activist and sociologist stresses; white people, far more than people 
of colour, believe that there is a fundamental equality among all Americans, along with equal 
possibilities for all, which as Wise argues, is testament to white privileges and additional white 
ignorance (Wise 2011:4).  
Another encounter with how white privilege has developed, is the idea of merely being in the 
position to have slaves, having people to do everything for you, along with having the power to sell, 
give or inherit slaves because they were viewed as property. 
A variation of degrading and discriminating laws was imposed, one law was passed saying that 
killing rebellious slaves were not recognized as murders, meaning that slave owners could not be 
charged or prosecuted. Another law declared all children born by enslaved women would also become 
slaves, thereby sustaining the slave count, or the ‘one-drop rule’ which was implemented to keep races 
apart, which regarded any one as black if they had any trace of African ancestry (Gabriel 2007:22). A 
law was passed in 1682, saying slave owners had to distinguish between white and black slaves, giving 
white slaves rights and privileges that black slaves did not obtain, leading to the abolishment of white 
slavery in the beginning of the eighteenth century (Wise 2011:9). This further lead to racial hierarchies 
among slaves because people of colour, especially women with lighter skin complexions were placed 
to do domestic work, taking care of the houses and the white children, while people with darker 
complexions had to work in the cotton fields (Gabriel 2007:14-15). In 1857 it is was decided in 
Supreme Court that blacks could never become citizens in the US, because slaves were property, not 
people that meant that people of colour had no civil, legal or political rights (Wise 2011:9). 
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The Naturalization Act of 1790 was passed granting natural citizenship to all free whites who 
wanted to immigrate to the US, making an obvious preference toward Northern and Eastern Europeans, 
by excluding immigrants from South America, Africa and Asia along with Indian Americans, slaves 
and free blacks. White immigrants from Europe were being welcomed into society, and they had, 
because of their skin colour, easier access to jobs. The favouring of white European immigrants was 
not changed until 1965, when the quotas of immigrants from Asia and Africa was altered by the Hart-
Celler Act (Wise 2011:18-19). As Tim Wise elucidates: “All whites before 1964 were placed above all 
persons of colour when it came to economic, social and political hierarchies that were to form the 
United States without exception” (Tim Wise 2011:3-4). By establishing laws that positioned whites 
above any other groups, and granting whites more privileges, through civil and political rights in 
addition to granting white immigrants citizenship, the superior position whites had established was 
reinforced. 
  
Racialised Terror 
To maintain their white supremacist position racialized terror was imposed upon people of 
colour in several ways, some of the most known ways was lynching and mutilation, hence other 
methods were used as well  
“(...) in 1753, Tennessee passed its Patriot Act, which required to search slave quarters four 
times each year for guns or other contraband… By 1806, most all white men were serving on 
regular slave patrols for which they were paid a dollar per shift, and five dollars as a bonus for 
each runaway slave they managed to catch” (Wise 2011:16).  
By institutionally granting the common white man power over people of colour to search 
through their belongings and determining what they could or not now have, perpetuating people of 
colour in the same subhuman positions. 
Angela Davis, a Civil Rights activist growing up during the Jim Crow period, describes how 
racialized terror affected especially women, “group rape, perpetrated by the Ku Klux Klan and other 
terrorist organizations of the post Civil War period, became an uncamouflaged political weapon” 
(Davis 1983:175--176). Group rape was and still is an effective method to spread fear and mass terror 
amongst people. Sexual abuse of women of colour also occurred during slavery, where slave owners by 
claiming them as property also claimed the rights to the slave female body (Davis 1983:175). But the 
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notion of rape was also used as an explanation for lynching; One claim whites would use to defend the 
cruel actions of lynching was through the myth of the black rapist. This was based upon the ‘wild 
animal like instinct’, which was believed to be genetic to black men with uncontrollable lust for white 
women. In consequence to this, protection of the white woman from the black rapist, thereby justified 
the actions of lynching. Although it had been used before the Civil War, it had never been towards 
blacks, because that was a reduction of labour – it was instead practiced on whites and abolitionist 
opposing slavery (Davis 1983:183). 
 After the Civil War, the liberation of slaves and the Reconstruction Era entailing the rebuilding 
of the South and the establishment of communities to include African -Americans, the Jim Crow laws 
were imposed - segregating whites and blacks on the ‘separate but equal’ premise in 1890. This meant 
separating them in all public arenas, thus claiming equality. During this time lynching became an 
effective tool of maintaining the white superior figure, as Davis explains, “(...) lynching’s were 
represented as a necessary measure to prevent black supremacy over white people – in other words, to 
reaffirm white supremacy” (Davis 1983:186). It is hard to imagine that it was only 50 years ago in 
1965 that the Jim Crow Laws was repealed after the Civil Rights Movement, in which people of colour 
struggled through protests, sit--ins, beatings, lynching’s etc., to obtain equal, political and civil rights, 
legal recognition by the government, abolishment of segregation and discriminations of blacks, and the 
protection of citizenship. After the Civil Rights Movements in the 1960’s and the ban on segregation, 
the question of racism seemed to simmer down, social scientist in the 1970’s even made studies 
proclaiming that the significance of race had decreased in American society (Bonilla--Silva 2010:43), 
although later studies have shown that the significance of race is still there, thus the perception of it has 
changed. 
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Colour Blindness 
  To speak of racism in contemporary America, it is certain that the question of racial matters has 
changed since the Jim Crow era. Eduardo Bonilla--Silva a professor at Duke University who has 
contributed to much of the current research on racism in America, stresses that colour blindness is the 
modern notion of racism -- a remaining power relation of whites over non-whites. 
Colour blind racism has endorsed elements of traditional liberal values; equal opportunities, 
equal rights, work ethic, rewards by merit, freedom to choose and individualism, henceforth to these 
beliefs, colour blindness does not recognise the structural inequality of racial aspect due to this. 
Therefore, when minorities refrain or transgress from these values, it is construed as being unrelated to 
race, due to this understanding of equality, thus instead focuses on the inequalities between people as a 
class related issue isolated from a racialized debate. Colour blindness opens up to an understanding into 
how, not only whites, but also institutions and big corporations can maintain an ignorant outlook on the 
structural inequality in society and uphold their superior position without further being questioned by 
the people.  
  Since the Post -Civil Rights era, racism has become more transparent; by re-articulations of 
societal structures e.g. desegregating schools and universities and other social spaces, and dismissing 
formal discriminating laws, American society was societally becoming a less racist country. 
Nevertheless, informal racism still continues within society, we therefore find the notion of colour 
blindness crucial when trying to understand how racism operates with in America today, especially 
because practicing colour -blindness is so obscured within white people's perception of society and 
themselves as non-racist. It is important to make clear that within the understanding of colour 
blindness, that people do recognize the variations in skin complexions, thus do not recognize the 
racialized inequality in accordance – hence colour blindness is used to explain why, within some 
communities whites only socialise with whites, why there is an underrepresentation of people of colour 
at good jobs, schools or Universities, or how whites can justify that the majority of people of colour are 
in lower social classes than whites and thus still patronise people of colour for ‘using the race card’, or 
being hyper-sensitive, when being confronted with these topics (Bonilla-Silva 2010:28). Angela Davis 
also addresses this topic in her speech on ‘Racism: Then and Now’, saying:  
“(...) the principle of colour blindness has so saturated our ideas about race that we now tend to 
believe … that the only way to achieve racial justice is to become blind to the work race does, 
which means that racism itself gets ignored” (Davis 2012:123).  
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On this note we find this aspect of colour blindness along with white privilege and ignorance as the 
most crucial complicit when trying to understand how racism operates today. 
 
White Privileges 
  The discussion on white privilege is a sensitive subject, because it stirs whites’ ways of viewing 
the world. It would be like asking a fish to recognize the water it swims in. As Amanda Lewis have 
observed, whites do not consider themselves as belonging to any racial group, she states: “(...) because 
of their social location (as dominants) whites historically have had the luxury of racializing others 
without necessarily, except strategically, developing or invoking a strong racial consciousness” (Lewis 
2004:626). Furthermore, following the thought of Tim Wise, whites do not recognize the homogeneous 
experience they have, based on race (read; advantage and benefit) (Wise 2011:3), which in 
consequence has shielded whites from recognizing the privileges they have granted themselves through 
history, based on the colour of their skin. 
  White privilege is not a universal white experience, it is thus a structure maintained by the 
white supremacist power position that whites have, which in turn, to some extent, grants whites and 
lights with unearned benefits, such as providing easier access to resources and power. These privileges 
does not shield whites from oppressions, hence, all whites do not have an equal amount of privilege, 
this depends on a variation of societal factors; Race, gender, socio economic statues, sexual orientation, 
able--body ability, size etc. Whites privileges will hence depend on an intersection of these; a poor 
white experiences classism, women experiences misogyny, thus as a poor woman of colour, she will 
experience racism, misogyny and classism (McIntosh 1988). 
It has over time been institutionalized through laws, policies, and is daily being reproduced 
through colour blindness, which in turn means that these privileges are not being questioned, but are 
being camouflaged as ‘the world’. As Bonilla-Silva observes:  
“(...) in the post -civil rights America the maintenance of systemic white privilege is 
accomplished socially, economically, and politically through institutional, covert, and 
apparently non-racial practices. Whether in banks or Universities, in stores or housing markets, 
smiling discrimination seems to be the order of the day” (Bonilla--Silva 2010:183).  
Realising white privilege is thus, realising that there is a systematic inequality between groups of 
people. The ignorance of white privilege is hence conspiring with colour-blindness to reproduce this 
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oppressive unequal system, and does so without being questioned by the majority. By recognizing this, 
it is clear that it is contradictory to the (white) American Dream and the Western ideas of democracy 
and liberalism.  
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Bourdieu’s Capital Framework  
“The social world is accumulated history.”  
- Pierre Bourdieu  
 
According to Bourdieu, understanding the development of society, subjectivity and their 
interconnection cannot be understood without introducing the concept of capital within the cultural and 
social field of society; hence not only focusing on the economic aspect of the concept. As such, it is 
capital that ‘makes the rules of society’ (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:81). In Bourdieu’s words 
we need to understand capital, not in its traditional economic form; an accumulation of instantaneous 
monetary or mercantile profit, but rather as a broad accumulation of value through labour. Labour in 
this instance should be understood in the broadest of terms; an investment of time (Bourdieu in 
Szeman&Kaposy 2010:89). By re-conceptualising the understanding of capital, essentially 
transgressing it from the economic sphere to also be included in the social and cultural structures of 
society, Bourdieu not only embarks on a theoretical possibility for acknowledging the economic forces 
(understood here as a general exchange of goods of no particular essence with the goal of heightening 
one’s value) within the other markets of society (social and cultural), but also marks these markets as 
deeply interrelated (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:82). This is not to say that capital embarks as a 
uniform imagery within the different markets, operating as a definite entity within the different fields; it 
does, contrarily, in all actuality ‘perform’ and come to show in different ways from that of the 
dominant science of economy – however without compromising the metaphorical conceptualisation; an 
accumulation of value through labour. Culture and society, however different they may be from the 
operationalization of the economic market, are inexorably tied to this market and vice versa (Gartman 
2002:256-7) – the production, consumption or investment of either culture or social relations is 
obviously not as instantaneous as it is within the economic sphere but it is nevertheless related to this 
same structure. 
 To give a brief example of how these markets are intertwined we need only to invoke 
Bourdieu’s analysis of class determined taste – as such we are made aware that an individual’s 
conditions of existence within capitalism or even late capitalism; economic capital, produces a specific 
set of taste and behaviour; cultural capital that becomes ingrained in the habitus (Gartman 2002:257). 
Moving further within this conceptualisation we can then identify that the differentiation of taste 
produced and maintained by economic capital also produces social categories of distinction; social 
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capital. This rather figurative example not only makes the interconnection of markets visible, but also 
showcases the operationalization of a broad conceptualisation of capital by exhibiting the 
differentiation of value. As arguably shown, a general science of economy, or should we rather say a 
general economised science of social theory, should not divide and compartmentalise the exchange of 
‘goods’ between those that are interpreted as ‘purely’ economic and those that are interpreted as either 
social or cultural processes of interaction, but should rather quintessentially focus on the fluidity and 
transgression of markets –shifting the episteme of capital from that of the principal economic theory, 
simultaneously showing that the production of economic capital produces and reproduces other forms 
of exchange that ultimately might become its means of production. Progressing from the rather 
epistemological and theoretical conceptualisation of capital we now arrive at the ingenuity of the 
concept, namely its embedded materiality. In other words, the reason for why Bourdieu’s 
conceptualisation is a useful theoretical tool, is due to its ingrained practicality – the idea of a broad 
framework of capital is not one that is difficult to follow or even imagine as possible. To exemplify this 
further, it seems only natural to advance towards a more in depth explanation of the different forms of 
capital and how they function.  
 
Forms of Capital  
As already mentioned several times, we have opened the possibility for understanding capital as 
a broad concept; an accumulation of value that takes shape and comes to show in different ways, 
dependent on the form of the exchange. The explanation that follows from now on is one that 
exemplifies the difference between the forms of capital. Hopefully it has by now become clear to the 
reader that the forms of capital Bourdieu works with are; economic, social and cultural. Even though 
these capitals work in different ways, common is it for them that they all have an institutionalised 
element  
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Economic Capital 
Economic capital is different from the other forms of capital because it operates as an 
instantaneous facet of interaction. Economic capital can then be construed as a monetary, mercantile or 
other form of object that yields ‘pure’ economic power – i.e., shares, value papers etc. It can be 
institutionalised through that of property rights (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:84).  
 
Social Capital  
This form of capital needs to be construed as the process of networking, connecting and 
interacting socially. The element of networking or other type of social connection creates classes, or 
more appropriately, social groups that differentiate among themselves. It can in other ways be 
understood as a process of ‘institution’ between social agents that through time might yield symbolic or 
even economic forms of capital for the agent to acquire (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:87). The 
production of a social group is based upon individual investment of time enacted by the social agents. 
In other words, it is only through nurture, care and recognition of one another that the social group can 
exist. As such, members of the group that prescribe to the ideals, norms and behaviours set forth in the 
group, actively reproduce the boundaries and the constitution of the group (ibid). Interesting to consider 
here is that the social group not only grants access and membership for the social agent within it but it 
also yields status and possible relationships with other members of the group that can be used by the 
agent to accumulate other forms of capital i.e., participating in networking parties or events for 
professionals within the same field might yield social relations that with time might produce material or 
even symbolic value that can be transformed to economic and cultural forms of capital. Essentially 
social capital needs to be understood as an exchange of interaction, of affirmation and reaffirmation 
between individuals. It is inherently continuous and therefore based on time (ibid).  
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Cultural Capital  
Cultural Capital is equal to social capital in the sense that it is also constituted by an investment 
of time. In its institutionalised form it can be located in systems of education within the macro 
structures of society. In other words, within the production of formally educated subjects that takes 
place in the national factories of edification of citizenry (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:87). 
However, cultural capital can also be located in two other forms; embodied and 12 objectified. In its 
embodied form it is constituted as class or social group specific values, educational practices from the 
home, perceptions, ideals and behaviour. In its objectified form it is constituted as cultural specific 
artefacts – that is artefacts that do not yield economic power, but operate on a symbolic or even 
metaphorical level. Examples of this are books, musical instruments and in contemporary time, Mac 
computers, iPhones high fashion shoes and clothes etc. Even though cultural capital takes shape in a 
variety of forms, as highlighted above, it is according to Bourdieu the embodied state that is the 
dominant facet of it. In other words, what makes cultural capital interesting is that it is accumulated 
within the subject – it is, said in simpler terms, laboured self--improvement constituted by external 
wealth (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:83). Two other points seem rather important to raise when 
discussing the embodiment of cultural capital. The first point is that it cannot be accumulated beyond 
the capacities of the individual specifically because it is so closely related to the body – it is inscribed 
within the habitus which ultimately means that it dissipates with the demise of its foundation; the 
habitus. The second point is that it functions symbolically, meaning that it does not make itself 
materially visible – this does not entail that it cannot be detectable, contrarily, it is seen, interpreted and 
marked as a factor which builds social force – it produces a form of power, that operates different from 
the power of economic influence (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:84). Moreover, Bourdieu argues 
that there is a relation between all forms of capital, as it has already been highlighted – i.e., the more 
economic capital a family or social group has, the more time and resources that entity has to harness 
and invest in cultural capital for their kids and themselves - embodied cultural capital is thus directly 
related and dependent upon socialization, which is dependent upon e.g., class. What has been presented 
in the last four pages has quintessentially been the theoretical and practical concept of Bourdieu’s 
capital, which seeks to bridge two paradigms of thought together – the phenomenological 
understanding of social exchange as processes of communication and social experience with that of 
economic theory. Summing up the above posted: we then need to consider that there is a human 
experience and a different operation of value in economic theory (different forms of capital work in 
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different ways), while at the same time acknowledging that 13 this experience works in similar ways to 
the methodologies of capitalism; accumulation of value (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010:89). Now 
even though the work of Bourdieu has had an inexorably immense influence on cultural and 
sociological theory, it is not completely unproblematic. First of all, delimiting the philosophical 
conceptualisation of capital to only that of the social, economic and cultural field seems somewhat 
rigid. We will touch upon this specific issue later on in the theoretical chapter, but to engage the reader 
with some considerations, couldn’t the concept of cultural capital naturally be expanded to include 
aspects of race, sexuality and gender as well? How does Bourdieu, if he even does, account for the 
internal structural differences in gendered and racialized subject positions that are manifested in the 
concept of class? Rather problematic questions to resolve following the proclaimed guidelines of the 
concept. Second of all, but following the above critical ambience, Bourdieu’s theory builds upon a 
rather essentialist structural position. Even though it tries to escape the confinements of the structure 
-agency/objective -subjective debate by arguing for the fluidity of markets and the interconnectivity 
and inherent negotiation of social agents (King 2000:419), Bourdieu relapses back to the ontological 
foundation he seeks to break away from. This is due to two oscillating processes – the demarcation of 
capital as highlighted above and its inscription in the habitus (King 2000). To elaborate further, by 
defining the habitus as the embodiment of societal structures, the enactment of the societal logic 
enacted upon the cognitive fields of society the concept of habitus becomes purely structural – it 
becomes an internalisation of class, behaviour and economic delimitations. The negotiating aspect of 
intersubjectivity is hence lost – structure is reinstated within society as the driving social force. In a 
sense, subjects are thus conceived as isolated entities, that are produced by the structures of society. 
There is no interrelationship between agents – there is no, in other words, Hegelian power-relation; a 
relation of co-operation between subjects that ultimately can change the premise of the structure. In 
King’s words he highlights the problem of the habitus as such: ‘Not only does Bourdieu emphasize the 
existence of objective economic and conceptual structures (the habitus), but the interactional, 
intersubjective element of social life which was central to his “practical theory” is effaced by a 
solipsistic theory where the lone individual is now attached to an objective social structure. There are 
no “calls to order by 14 the group” nor any subtle consideration of the reactions of others when 
Bourdieu discusses the habitus, nor does there need to be, for the habitus ensures that the individual 
will inevitably act according to the situation. The origin of individual’s actions lies not in their 
interaction with other individuals but in the objective structure which confront them. It is to those 
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structures the opus operatum, not others, to whom must now defer. Significantly, Bourdieu argues that 
the tastes which the habitus produces are the kinds of social practices which it determines are deeply 
inscribed in the very bodies of the individuals (King 2000:423).’ This does not mean that we do not 
account for the importance of the concept of the habitus – societal structures do have an effect on the 
social cognition of the subject – after all we are socially produced beings – but it is important to 
highlight that the aforementioned structures are not as inflexible nor unalterable as Bourdieu defines 
them as. As Holzkamp would argue, we are constituted, but by the same token, constitute the structures 
that produce us. We are not solely interpellated to internalise objective modes of behaviour.  
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Erotic Capital  
As we’ve already highlighted, Bourdieu’s, to somewhat extent, rigid conceptualisation of the 
different forms of capital, does not include other forms of interaction that work in similar ways to the 
foundational understanding of capital in economic theory. We’ve therefore pointed towards that the 
concept of ‘capital’ can be expanded to include erotic or even sexual perspectives, in relation to 
investigating the formation and constitution of social interactions. Following this way of thinking, 
Catherine Hakim, a Professorial Research Fellow at the Institute for the Study of Civil Society, 
introduced a new, fourth form of capital, what she herself calls a “different fourth asset”; erotic capital. 
Based upon and strictly entangled with all the other forms of capital, Hakim claims that Bourdieu 
overlooked it in his analysis, making it incomplete and partial. As she argues, erotic capital is a critical 
part of the concept and it is necessary “(...) for understanding social and economic processes, social 
interactions, and social mobility” (Hakim 2011:11). According to Hakim's theory, even though ignored 
for so long, significance of the new form of capital can be noticed within society and how it influences 
the daily lives of people. In her book Erotic Capital. The Power of Attraction in the Boardroom and the 
Bedroom Hakim states: Erotic capital is thus a combination of aesthetic, visual, physical, social, and 
sexual attractiveness to other members of your society, and especially to members of the opposite sex, 
in all social contexts (2011:15). Generally speaking, erotic capital is a combination of social and 
physical attractiveness, used in social exchanges of capitals and plays a major role in social mobility.  
Elements of Erotic Capital  
In her theory Hakim distinguish seven different elements of erotic capital. However, the seventh 
element, ‘fertility’, is not always relevant, but depends on the culture being investigated. The first, and 
the most important element of the concept is ‘beauty’, in its changing and transient dimension and with 
its relativity, is always the core element of that form of capital. “Great beauty is always in short supply 
and is universally valued” (Hakim 2011:11).  
The second element is ‘sexual attractiveness’. Hakim separates it from beauty, claiming that sex 
appeal is more about the body than about the face and that it is strictly entangled with a person’s 
behaviour in social interactions.  
The third element is ‘charm’, “(...) the ability to make people like you, feel at ease and happy, 
want to know you and, where relevant, desire you” (Hakim 2011:12). This is definitely a social element 
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of erotic capital and it is considered something that might be learned, in some cases, but is not 
universally acquirable for everybody.  
The fourth element of erotic capital, ‘liveliness’ is a combination of being in good shape, 
having “social energy and good humour” (Hakim 2011:12). Some of those qualities are considered to 
be expressed in the ability to be the heart of every party, of having skills in some sort of physical 
activities.  
The fifth element, ‘social presentation’, is arguably the one that is the easiest to obtain. It 
consists of everything that can be bought and put on; jewellery, clothes, hairstyles and makeup. 16 
Personal style and its presentation are a big part of erotic capital and also the part that is strictly related 
to social status, which can be expressed by those attributes; e.g. people who dress appropriately to 
occasions are considered more attractive by others.  
The sixth element, is ‘sexuality’; “(...) sexual competence, energy, erotic imagination, 
playfulness, and everything else that makes for a sexually satisfying partner” (Hakim 2011:13). This 
element of erotic capital is usually known only for the closest partners, therefore being partly invisible 
for the other members of society.  
The seventh element, ‘fertility’, does not apply in every cultural context and is considered to be 
women’s asset. As Hakim states herself: “In some cultures, fertility is an additional seventh element of 
erotic capital, an element that is unique to women since men are unable to bear children” (2011:15).  
All these elements compose ‘erotic capital’, the capital that makes us more attractive for other 
members of society in social contexts. It is a mixture of qualities that can be learned or accumulated, 
but also features we are born with and have no influence on, such as height or complexion. Hakim 
argues that women in general have more erotic capital than men, even in societies in which 
reproduction is not the most important element. She argues that it is the most valuable asset for groups 
without access to any other form of capitals; social, economic or cultural and that it plays a huge role in 
their social mobility and accumulation of wealth. Erotic capital, following Hakim’s argument, is a very 
special form of capital seeing as the impact of modern societies and the obsession with attractiveness 
and beauty are undoubtedly visible to us since the very early childhood.  
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Racial Capital  
Following the rationale of the previous chapter, racial capital needs to, in many ways, also be 
understood as a broadening of Bourdieu’s capital framework. Margaret Hunter, a professor in 
sociology at Mills university, explains the concept of racial capital as a process of heightening one’s 
social status through products that are imbued with racialized signifiers, such as whitening products 
(Hunter 2011:143). Moreover, the essence of ‘racial capital’ needs to be construed as a concept that is 
maintained by systemic and global racial hierarchies (Hunter 2011:145), thus understanding skin colour 
as a symbolic representation of racial inequality. The practice of skin whitening, needs then to be 
understood as a process that is maintained by two oscillating processes; the global asymmetrical 
power-relations that produce racialized discourses, categorising dark complexions as ‘inferior’ to that 
of lighter complexions, and by the new modern technologies that view the body as a commodity that 
can be used to enhance oneself (ibid). Only through this process does it become possible to scrutinise, 
how constant images of white beauty both produced and are reproduced by structural and systemic 
compositions that categorise the body in a specific way. Henceforth it is discernable to conclude that 
the concept of racial capital is one that is formulated and maintained by both racialized and sexualised 
structural societal compositions. In Hunter’s words we thus need to understand the concept of racial 
capital as such:  
“Racial capital only makes sense in a racist society where light skin and Anglo bodies are 
valued over dark skin and African or Indian/Indigenous bodies. The concept of racial capital is 
connected to the larger systems of racism and colorism. Racism operates at the level of racial 
category where people in a given category experience institutional discrimination regardless of 
phenotype, and colorism operates within the system of racism and differentiates how 
subordinate groups experience racism according to the tone of their skin” (Hunter 2011:145).  
The intersection of race and sexuality, in a capital framework, only becomes more palpable 
through investigating the practice of skin -bleaching in different categories. In relation to this, Hunter 
thus expands her research by investigating the process of skin- lightening within three different fields: 
the beauty discourse, the public health discourse and the cosmetic surgery discourse. All fields operate 
differently but common for all, is the communication of beauty ideals.  
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The Beauty Discourse 
Within the beauty discourse, skin-lightening products market themselves according to different 
strategies; endorsement by celebrities and appropriation of multiculturalism. In greater detail this 
means that cosmetic products, which promote themselves on the basis of lightening skin, now include 
people of colour, with bright complexions as spokespersons for their products – thus entailing that a 
false sense of inclusion is mediated to the consumers (Hunter 2011:146). This is only further cemented 
by the endorsement of celebrities that are equally interpreted as spokespersons for minority 
communities, seeing as they carry significant societal power in communicating culturally appropriate 
behaviour (Hunter 2011:147). The cosmetic industry’s inclusion of both normal and celebrity alike 
people of colour as representatives for their products obfuscates the apparent racist undertones of their 
products by appearing as a multiracial commerce (Hunter 2011:146). On a second note, Hunter diverts 
our attention towards a third strategy that the cosmetic industry deploys, specifically the process of 
naming. Bleaching is in many societies viewed in a negative light, thus a multitude of the products 
make use of euphemisms or re-wordings, obscuring the racist narratives through words such as ‘skin- 
evening cream’, ‘fading cream’ and ‘skin- toners’ (Hunter 2011:148). This strategy, in combination 
with the two above mentioned ones, not only cements and reinforces already existing racial inequalities 
pertaining to bigger structural systems of classification, but also conceals the structural workings of 
race through processes of inclusion and mainstreaming.  
 
The Public Health Discourse  
As a direct response to the increment in people who use whitening products, which more often 
than not consist of hazardous chemicals, various governments in the global south actively campaign 
against the practice. This is done through health campaigns, press conferences, and official statements 
(Hunter 2011:149). The driving force of these actions springs from a genetic and biological health 
perspective, angling the rhetoric of the campaigns towards the unsafe and often harmful dermatological 
effects these products cause (Hunter 2011:150). As a consequence, 20 the distilled rhetoric further 
legitimates the categorisation of beauty through skin -complexion, by using arguments such as ‘dark is 
beautiful’. The intention of the multiple campaigns is to encourage people in not to use these products 
and instead value their skin as it is, which indirectly legitimates and reproduces certain discourses 
related to beauty aesthetics. The communicative act of the public health campaigns mediates that, as a 
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possibility, all women, including minorities, can achieve beauty. This is, according to Hunter, the 
foundational problem of the public health discourse; it confuses real processes of discrimination with 
personified attitudes, shifting the responsibility of skin brightening from a structural system of 
inequality towards the personal motivations of women for not valuing their ‘natural’ skin complexion. 
As Hunter correctly points out, beauty standards do not exist in a vacuum and as such are directly 
related to the greater societal workings of stratification which delimit and insulate Anglo, Caucasian 
and European features as de facto beautiful (Hunter 2011:150-1). Women who engage in the process of 
whitening their skin are therefore not ‘brainwashed’ by false motivations, quite the contrary. Their 
motivations are reactions of a global system of inequality that values and rewards lighter skin.  
 
The Cosmetic Surgery Discourse  
Another way to gain racial value is through direct modifications of the body. This means that 
the imbalanced power -relation concerning racial hierarchies is not only maintained by the process of 
bleaching or whitening one’s skin, but also by more straight and often instantaneous forms, such as 
surgery. This entails that racial capital is not only composed by aspects of colourism, but includes 
alterations of other bodily forms of representation, such as eyes, noses and mouths (Hunter 2011:154). 
One of the problems connected to processes of ‘refashioning’ the body are the motivations provided – 
many people engage in the process not to become ‘white’ but to become ‘beautiful’ (ibid). However, 
considering that ‘white’ is in many cases communicated as being societally and objectively more 
‘beautiful’ the motivations or the diverse reasons for why people engage in the practice do not 
compromise nor disrupt the instilled racial inequalities. Moreover, the process of altering the body is 
constructed by the emerging tendencies to view the body as an element that can be enhanced through 
different methods. This aspect, in combination with already existing discourses of race thus transforms 
the body into a tool for exploring the possibilities in attaining racial and erotic value through 
modification. Racial and erotic capital thus become purchasable artefacts that people engage with in 
order to ‘move up the social and economic latter’ (ibid). Now even though the framing or investigation 
of why whitening products are on the rise, can be directly tied to the colonial past and the white 
supremacist ideologies that were developed during the Enlightenment – making such arguments, from a 
privileged and educated position is problematic because it runs a risk in viewing the people who engage 
in the practice of skin whitening as mindless subjects that have internalised their own racialized 
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oppression instead of also viewing the process of bleaching as a possible rational choice. This is not to 
say that some aspects of internalised subordination possibly are related to the practice; it arguably is so 
seeing as a rational choice within the possibilities provided would reflect a reproduction of viewing 
dark as inferior and light as superior. However, it does not make much sense to instil the above 
proclaimed argument as a single serving reality hence this homogenises, and in many ways similar to 
the categorisation of the Jim Crow era, discriminates and essentialises minority groups. What this 
entails is that conceptualising racial capital, only as a process that people engage in because they have 
internalised their oppression without investigating nor understanding the narratives that people provide 
does not work – it is more complicated than that. What has been presented so far has been a theoretical 
explanation of racial capital and its workings within different social groupings and discourses. 
Summing up, racial capital needs thus to be understood as a process of building symbolic value in the 
form of race through different processes of bodily alteration, which are related to the societal structures 
of racial inequality. It has furthermore hopefully become evident to the reader, that race and sexuality 
are so greatly interconnected, that in order to understand the workings of race, one also needs to 
understand the workings of sexuality and how these, in combination reinforce each other. To give a 
brief example of this intersection one could look at the cosmetic industry’s construction of ‘beauty’ 
narratives within the whitening product segment; these are not only deeply sexualised hence they speak 
directly to and of aspects of attractiveness, but also enact aspects of colourism within. In other words, 
the discursive construction of beauty ideals that are communicated by whitening products are only 
possible by enacting, combining and referring to sexualised and racialised discourses that flourish in 
society. Our deployment of erotic and racial capital need thus to be conceptualised as such; processes 
that people engage with in order to attain either social, economic or even symbolic value.  
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Analytical Discussion 
For our analysis we have chosen to focus on two different lines of whitening products, produced 
by two different companies. First line of products is ‘Fair&White’ manufactured by Mitchell Group, 
and the second line of products are Rexsol, manufactured by Rexsol USA. The role of including these 
products is to showcase how they embody different branding strategies, which in combination with 
different discourses, such as beauty, health and medical discourse, signify a specific societal paradigm 
of which produces but also reproduces already established structural racial and gendered inequalities. 
Our point of departure is to showcase how brightening products, through the proposed Bourdieuian 
capital framework, not only commodify but also manifest structural and systemic racialised and 
sexualised subject positions. These products become a way of communicating a historically constituted 
social reality - they are transformed from being ‘meaningless’ objects towards being non-human agents 
constituted by a specific goal, of which is a promised turnaround of the structural composition of 
society - thus playing a self-promoted important role in furthering. What we would classify, as 
poststructuralist inspired ideas of performativity, where identity and reality around it, is not stable, 
unquestionable, ‘natural’ or inherent but rather constructed through constant repetition of acts; that 
repetition constitutes categories and values assigned to them, therefore creating an illusion of 
naturalness of those categories and their qualities - e.g. perception of what is feminine or masculine - 
but that perception is applicable also to sexuality or, in our case, race (Butler 2010). Said differently, 
these products become a way of escaping, or at least manipulating the constituted limits of their 
subjectivated position, this being racialisation, sexualisation and class1. However, despite the promise 
of re-constituting the body, transforming it from being an already pre-composed social space towards 
an entity which the subject can construct itself (without uniform reference to its social composition), it 
can be questioned how much of an actual and material impact these products have and therefore also 
question their ability to reconfigure reality. Do these products really change the social fabric, or do 
they, contrarily, merely communicate a symbolic change, and in fact end up perpetuating the exact 
same system they promise to alleviate? This question then naturally develops towards questioning the 
presupposed conception of both ‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’ entailing that we need to treat both 
                                                
1 We would emphasise that other categories than the ones proposed here, as this is important ti 
highlight when working intersectionally. However, we stress only the aboved mentioned ones, hence 
they are the categories that interplay in our analysis. 
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positions as socially produced entities operating with different logics but nevertheless in a hierarchical 
juxtaposition where ‘whiteness’ is, by default, treated as the norm and ‘blackness’ as its deviant ‘other’. 
 
Branding 
As already mentioned before, we decided to focus on two different lines of whitening products, 
that are sold and advertised in North America (but not exclusively). Taking a closer look at their 
branding strategies; the way they introduce their products, present them, advertise them and write about 
them, in the context of their promotional photographs, most certainly brings an interesting insight into 
how they understand their cosmetics, and their potential, and might be the key to discovering the target 
group(s) they try to reach. We deliberately chose two companies, which, at least at the first glance, 
operate differently to achieve their goals in reaching potential customers and increasing sales. 
Fair&White is a line produced by an American company called Mitchell Group, located in North 
America. Rexsol USA is a company located in Kuwait, but manufacturing all their products in North 
America, specifically Southern California. Both of those companies underline their expansive export to 
different countries all over the world. Products sold by those companies are labelled as ‘skin care’ 
which is a questionable statement, since the main and most popular ingredient used in most whitening 
products (and those produced by Rexsol USA and Michell Group also) - hydroquinone - is a substance 
that might cause scarring and irritation of the skin, among others, sometimes dangerous and painful 
side effects.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Source: 
Fairandwhite.com 
Source: 
Rexsol.com 
Source: 
Fairandwhite.com 
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One of the most obvious, most important, and definitely, least subtle branding devices used to 
promote whitening lines we are discussing, are the names chosen for them - Fair&White and Rexsol. 
We will go into more detail discussing those and their importance in creating discourses, in the further 
part of this paper. However, recognizing the significance of the label and the name of a product is a 
first step into building a relationship with a customer, and making sure the product is recognisable and 
will be easily identifiable at the first interaction. As much as Fair&White, and Miss White (the name of 
one of the whitening collections of products) is a rather obvious choice for a line of whitening 
cosmetics, suggesting the purpose of the product and arising (somewhat problematic) connotations and 
expectations towards it. Rexsol (from Latin the sun king) might be considered a bit more sophisticated 
and not identifiable as a whitening product at first. It is possible that Rexsol, as a company not only 
focused on whitening products, does not necessarily need to brand itself that narrowly, but the 
connection between that name and a French king Louis XIV is probably not accidental, and might be 
suggesting that the product we are about to purchase is somewhat luxurious.  
On their official website (which also serves as an online store), Fair&White states:  
“Women and men of all races and skin types are dealing with skin discoloration such as: 
“brown spots, freckles, age spots, and uneven skin tone. This is related to visible changes in 
behavior and appearance of the skin due to overexposure to the sun, known as “photo-aging.” 
Fair&White line of skin lightening and skin brightening skin care products are formulated to 
address all issues that will help your skin regain clarity and radiance” (fairandwhite.com 
2016:n.p.). 
As we can see, the target group for their cosmetics is a wide range of people, since the company 
offers variety not only between products (like soaps, creams, gels, body lotions) but also between 
people who might be interested in using them. The Miss White line is obviously dedicated to women of 
colour - not only the name signifies that - the design of the bottle is finished with pictures of (only) 
black women; purple bottles for darker skin and pink for brighter. All the packaging is clean and 
professional, and finished with gold-coloured lids and writings. 
The Fair&White sign is completed with the word “PARIS” on the bottles; Paris as a symbol of 
sophistication, luxury and high fashion is an important signifier in branding - creating a notion that 
their cosmetics can be also put in those categories, but even considering all those stylistic devices that 
create the notion of luxury and wealth Miss White products can be considered affordable; 10 to 25 
dollars.  
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On their official website (also an online store), Rexsol claims: 
“REXSOL is the beauty company with an unparalleled commitment to excellence, luxury and 
the science of skincare and haircare. The REXSOL collection provides you with the ultimate 
face beauty treatment, acne treatment, breast and body beauty treatment, sun care protection, 
hair treatment. These simple-to-use products are optimally effective when used as 
recommended.” (rexsol.com 2016:n.p.) 
 
Rexsol USA is focused more on presenting themselves as an award winning company, very 
professional and highly oriented on medical research and by doing so tries to attract more wealthy 
customers. The usage of the “USA” on their label might be considered a calculated decision for 
convincing the customers all over the world that what is American is good and trustworthy, and 
scientifically valid. On their website we can find a lot of information about their superb laboratories 
and the description of their cosmetics focus mostly on sophisticated ingredients, that are not available 
to everybody - like collagen, caviar or retinol. The design of the bottles is very pharmaceutical - all 
their products are available in white plastic bottles, looking more like pharmaceutical products than 
cosmetics. Those are also in the higher price range, since the bottles are much smaller and the 
ingredients used to produce them are way rarer. None of the pictures promoting their products 
represents women of colour, all of the models used on their website are exclusively white, posing with 
flowers. One of them (on the homepage) is a very young, blond woman, lying naked on, what appears 
to be, an American flag. It is interesting and important to notice how both companies base their 
branding labeling on uneven skin colour, brown spots and even aging skin as a medical problem that 
can be “cured” by their products, but none of them openly admits that most of their customers probably 
do not suffer from any dermatological condition, but rather seek to lighter, or bleach their skin. 
 
  
Source: Rexsol.com 
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Class  
It has been shown through research that there is an inequality between racial minority groups 
and the majority group of whites; minorities of colour have poorer access to education, lower 
employment rates, lower health rates. These are by the white supremacist seen as culturally inherited, 
which is intercepted with colour-blindness to the systematic inequality that in most cases binds people 
of colour to lower social classes than whites. We therefore find it important to highlight some of the 
contradictions we have come across when addressing Rexsol and ‘Fair&White’ from a classism 
perspective. 
Firstly, it is noticeable that they appeal to consumers from different social classes; Mitchell 
Group Fair&White Miss White products, sold in flashy pink or purple plastic bottles, appeal to 
consumers of lower middle and working class, promising lighter radiant skin, that between the line 
reads ‘social mobility’. (Moreover, one can further argue, that due to the colours and the promising 
discourse that the Miss White products also appeal to a younger line of consumers). Rexsol, on the 
other hand, sells it products in small quantities of 2oz in medical serum looking bottles, which both in 
looks and price appeal to middle and upper-middle class consumers. (Because of the exclusiveness of 
small quantities for more money, one could argue that these products appeal to adults and middle-aged 
women.) Rexsol are not using an illustrative promising discourse such as Miss White does, instead 
Rexsol is using a medical discourse, claiming the ‘discolouration’ of the skin, to be the fault of your 
social class, and by using their products social mobility is made possible. By using a promising 
discourse Miss White, is selling a dream of acceptance in society. This dream is further illustrated by 
the picture of a girl, whose skin colour changes from dark into light, thereby showcasing what the 
products does, that appeals to younger generations or people who are not literarily strong. Rexsol who 
only uses a medical discourse to sell their products, are appealing to educated consumers, with a steady 
income who will feel attracted to the products because it corresponds with the consumer's view of 
themselves. 
The two companies further appeal to different social groups, which is evident in their pricing; 
The Rexsol products are sold at a higher price between $22-$28 for a 2oz bottle. Moreover, Rexsol also 
has one product that the consumer needs a prescription before being able to buy, which further 
indicates the exclusiveness of their products. Rexsol are thereby selling products that suit the mindset 
and values of its high-class consumers. On the other hand, Fair&White Miss White products are, as 
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mentioned, sold at more affordable prices, ranging from $10 to $25, with their products sold in regular 
quantities, thereby making these products more accessible to a larger consumer population.  
The consumer’s motivation to buy these products stems from the same place; exclusion, which 
is grounded in racism, classism and sexism upheld by white supremacy. The consumer’s motivation is 
therefore to conform to the majority (read; white), hence by using these products it will satisfy the need 
of conformity. By manufacturing whitening products Rexsol and Mitchell Group hence want to satisfy 
its consumers need of wanting to move up the social ladder, but they are, at the same time wanting to 
maintain the consumer's disposition within society. It is henceforth problematic that Rexsol and 
Mitchell Group are providing its consumers with a ‘solution’ to the systemic oppression that they are 
subdued to, meanwhile continuing to create the need to have a lighter skin complexion, hence 
maintaining the feeling of being less within society’s social classes, so they will keep purchasing the 
products. 
 
Deployment of Discourse 
As we mentioned above, as a part of our analysis, we would examine how different discourses 
concerning, beauty, health, gender and race, become enacted, communicated and reproduced through 
the aforementioned whitening products. Important here is to note that even though some of the same 
discourses are channelled equally in these products, there are also dissimilarities which lends towards 
the idea that the specific communications of discourse that takes place is not uniform and thus is also 
societally shaped in regard to class. Even though we have divided this subchapter up into other 
subchapters this does not need to be understood as a methodological reason, of which would argue that 
the discourses in question are perceived as an isolation of phenomena - it is rather for structural reasons 
that we have chosen to establish these symbolic boundaries. In fact, the deployment of different 
discourses within the whitening products of Mitchell Group and Rexsol USA, only earn their 
legitimacy and societal clout by working in combination, invoking e.g., both racialised and sexualised 
positions. The only possible way of understanding the influence these products have, is to go about it 
intersectionally (Choo&Ferree 2010:131), and thus locate how the intersections of various categories 
give rise to a specific reproduction of the social texture. This means that we lend theoretical and 
methodological nuance towards the fact that the produced racial and gendered inequality of which to a 
certain degree is embodied within the proposed products cannot be dissected as divorced entities, as it 
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is in their combination that we come closer to understand the complexity of being categorised as a 
‘black’ ‘african-american’ woman, since in the heart of intersectionality lies the assumption that those 
categories cannot be separated if we seek to understand, or try to understand, them in their full 
complexity. 
 
Beauty Discourse 
In the product line Miss White by Fair&White (fairandwhite.com) - the first encounter with a 
rhetoric concerning beauty is in the name of the line of products. The name Miss White lends towards a 
gendered and racial reading of their product, however working in different ways. The racial symbolism 
comes to show through the word ‘White’, because it invokes personal and emotional characteristics 
pertaining to that of ‘colour’. However, this reading is only possible to dissect due to the personifying 
engagement of the word ‘Miss’, as this enacts a gendered classification of the subject - being a ‘Miss’, 
is thus only possible if you are a young unmarried woman. This further carries a sexualised connotation 
by playing on the gendered foundation (read: woman) and because the proclaimed ‘title’ has 
transgressed from the sphere of being married or unmarried, towards addressing a more general 
feminised social position, by being used as a classifying concept of sexuality such as it is used in 
various beauty pageants (e.g., Miss Universe, Miss Sexy, Miss World etc.). It becomes palpable that 
the invocation of ‘Miss’ is unmistakably directed towards women in a sexualised manner. Through the 
following word ‘White’ the products are then communicated towards women of colour who would 
engage in the process of lightening their skin - playing indirectly on racial hierarchies. As such, we 
depict how the workings of gendered and racialized perceptions in engagement with each other, 
reinforce each position and cement the products’ societal role of communication. The conception of 
using the word ‘Miss’ further cements a hierarchical relationship among women, where being a ‘Miss’ 
is societally perceived as being, young, beautiful, (unmarried) and ‘sexy’ - in comparison to that of 
being a Mrs.  
If we relate this to how Hunter conceptualises how ‘beauty’ plays a part in shaping the 
communicative act of whitening products (Hunter 2011:148), we can further heighten our argument by 
looking at how these products use other kinds of words. As such, the words ‘luminous’, ‘natural’ and 
‘youthful’ all pertaining to an understanding of ‘skin’ obfuscate the communicated gendered and 
racialized framework, and doing so, of course, to sell the products promoted by that language; 
reinforcing gendered and racial social inequalities. The linguistic style that is used is overloaded and 
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shaped in a positive manner, moreover invoking a typical ideological composition of ‘beauty language’ 
by providing a solution to a problem - this can be dissected in how Mitchell Group’s product 
“Fair&White Miss White 14 DAY Body Lotion 500ml” communicates its alleviative role. It does so by 
stating:”inhibits melanin production, diminishing dark spots and fading discoloration” 
(fairandwhite.com 2016:n.p). In other words, it provides a clear and direct informative message 
concerning the ‘problem’ it is designed to remove. 
 What furthermore seems interesting in relation to the discourse surrounding beauty, is how it, 
within its logic, conjures an understanding of bodily modification as a ‘natural’ process. It incorporates 
this logic as an inherent and integrated part of itself, of which is also in line with Hunter’s remarks in 
relation to the increment in products that are shaped by a ‘modern’ discursively constructed view of 
seeing the body as a marketplace; a compartmentalised entity that can be ‘refitted’ by using altering 
products and procedures, such as lightening agents and cosmetic surgery (Hunter 2011:154). This 
development can arguably be said to be attached towards viewing the body as an embodiment of 
various forms of capital that work in a similar way to the capitals proposed by Bourdieu (Bourdieu in 
Szeman&Kaposy 2010). Moving further along this theoretical framework, it seems not wrong to argue 
that the proposed products, of which promise an altercation of the body - either by becoming sexier or 
brighter and in most discernible situations both in combination, since brighter ‘black’ is considered 
more desirable and therefore sexier (Hakim 2011:19), operate as artefacts that sell symbolic sexual and 
racial value. These products are, explained in another way, elements that interplay and constitute the 
matrix of capital exchange within society - they heighten value in one 'area' due to investment 
strategies. In this case, the repercussion of the economic capital investment, not only heightens the 
sexual and racial value of the individual, it also heightens the social and cultural value of that same 
individual due to an increase in being able to 'network' and be regarded as a 'cultivated' person. It 
therefore seems not wrong to argue that these products structure the exchange of capital and its societal 
effects, in the manner that Bourdieu conceptualised (Bourdieu in Szeman&Kaposy 2010). Taking this 
further, the operation of sexual and racial value that encompasses these products are, in other words, 
the same products that Hakim, probably without knowing it, refers to as being elements of 'social 
representation' (Hakim 2011:12-3).  
Two paradoxical elements can further be said about this specific strategy. First being that the 
process of communicating in a personifying way, through the invocation of using ‘your’ as showed in 
the following quote:  
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“Cleanses and exfoliates your skin, preparing it to receive lightening actives quickly and 
efficiently. It’s magically scented, fine exfoliating foam leaves your skin freshly cleansed and 
smooth, promoting a softer skin tone.” (fairandwhite.com 2016:n.p.)  
It demonstrates the typical ‘because you are worth it’ and ‘you are beautiful’ rhetoric (followed 
by - ‘you just need a little bit of help from us’). However, this is countered by the actual proposition of 
these products, because they do not operate in a hyper-subjectivated and therefore societal confined 
manner, as one would think by the indicated rhetoric, but contrarily operate through structural and 
therefore societally broad understandings of beauty that have little to no relation to beauty as a 
subjectivised understanding. The second paradoxical element being the mere fact that these products 
put a discourse of ‘naturalness’ into effect, while at the same time proposing and promising 
transformation, which naturally would be the opposite of what we perceive as being natural in the first 
place. In a peculiar and very confusing way these products promise you a returning to your ‘natural’ 
and beautiful state, by making you actively engage in changing that exact same natural state - thus 
actually countering its own foundation. 
Many of the presented arguments can also be made about the whitening product line by Rexsol, 
USA. However, it is important to be aware of the fact that where these products differentiate is in their, 
as already highlighted, class perspective, branding strategies and in their discursive communication, 
despite addressing the same issues. Where Fair&White take a more commercial take on their 
communicative act, Rexsol invokes medical professionalism. One could argue that Rexsol, contrary to 
Fair&White’ are appropriating a general understanding of medical science and therefore also of the 
medical community as a powerful and scientifically rigorous field; a legitimate, trustworthy, and most 
importantly, objective scientific territory (Hunter 2011:154). This serves as a high-end legitimation of 
their products. Rexsol’s medical countenance removes focus from the fact that the company is actually 
a cosmetics corporation, which in turn means that it becomes more difficult to depict how they actively 
shape and benefit from discursive constructions of beauty. However, by using phrases such as 
‘porcelain skin’ and ‘promoting a brighter and younger looking skin’ the beauty infused 
conceptualisation becomes visible. It might be that Rexsol is not equally blunt about the effects of their 
products as Fair&White are, but they do operate with a similar way of understanding what ‘beautiful 
skin’ is - this specifically comes to show, by the image of the young, white woman lying on the 
American flag on Rexsol’s homepage. 
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Another point where these products differ, is in their process of racialisation. As it has been 
highlighted above, Fair&White directly engages within a process of racialisation with reference to the 
broader structuring power-mechanism that constitute American society. Rexsol does on the other hand, 
not provide a direct racialized image of ‘blackness’. However, it does this for ‘whiteness’ by 
demarcating that their products cure ‘uneven complexion’ and ‘hyperpigmentation’ establishing that 
whiteness is ‘flawless’. It can furthermore be argued that the naming of their products reproduces racial 
hierarchies, by denoting the general discourse that shapes the brightening segment of the beauty and 
fashion industry (e.g., whitening cream). It might not be that Rexsol sells the idea in the same way that 
many other products do; a racial overhauling, rather they ‘keep themselves away’ by not addressing it, 
trying to purposely avoid, what lies in the heart of their whitening line. They are nevertheless a player 
in the web of the cosmetic industry, selling whitening creams like all their fellow corporations, and 
therefore reinforce the inequality that the industry capitalises upon.  
 
Racial Discourse 
As we mentioned earlier, it seems rather unequivocal that a separation of the function of the 
beauty discourse from that of a racialization discourse cannot be made in relation to discussing the 
societal role of whitening products, hence these discourses are so intertwined and entangled within 
each other’s semiotic and semantic web. In other words, the beauty discourse only makes sense by 
invoking racialized perceptions within its own logic, and vice versa for a racial discourse. Having said 
this, we can then turn towards other examples than the ones already highlighted throughout this 
chapter, which will showcase this interrelationship. In the product line Miss White and Miss White 
Whitenizer a specific semantic message is structurally communicated; ‘dark can be beautiful, but it has 
to be a specific kind of dark’. This is not directly spelled out but is contrarily convoluted within other 
semiotic symbols and branding strategies. One of them being the labelling of Miss White where we are 
confronted with a variety of pictures of women of colour. This is furthermore cemented in the video 
commercial Fair&White - Gold (mitchellgroupusa.com 2016:n.p.) where the actress that promotes their 
products is a young, attractive and fair complexioned woman of colour. This is also in line with 
Hunter’s remarks regarding processes of identification that are embodied in bleaching products (Hunter 
2011:146). Thus it becomes clear that one of the goals of these products is to blur the racial lines 
between ‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’ through incorporating unmarked meanings (e.g., beauty), which 
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normally pertain to the constructed concept of ‘whiteness’, within the constructed concept of 
‘blackness’; hence black then becomes beautiful, but only if maintained and controlled; only if it is not 
too dark. The engagement of ‘beauty images’ and of ‘beauty language’ both obscure and reproduce 
racial hierarchies and issues of colourism within them. Because the phrasing of ‘dark is beautiful, if it 
is not too dark’ pertaining to the branding strategy of the products, not only legitimates the use of 
brighteners, upholding the racial binary between ‘light’ and ‘dark’ by indirectly promoting brightness. 
It also beclouds this exact binary through a discursive mixture of the constitutional images of 
‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’ and moreover, enacts an established divergence between being completely 
dark or being light dark; what in other words is referred to as the ‘brown paper bag test’ (Jha 2015:44). 
In this case it becomes obvious that dark can be beautiful only if ‘whiteness’ can be somehow traced or 
recognized in it; the study mentioned by Hakim, which shows that multiracial people are regarded as 
most attractive, seems to support that argument (Hakim 2011:19). It is important and interesting to 
notice that in this case cosmetic companies unwillingly downplay the message of their product - by 
claiming that the ‘specific kind of black’ is the most attractive, they need to acknowledge that in this 
hierarchy of what is considered the most desirable is not white skin - rather ‘something in between’. 
The process of racialization is therefore manyfold. Before we move on to an explanation of the various 
points it seems rather important to highlight that even though an understanding of ‘dark can be 
beautiful’ is problematic, it would be wrong of us not to conclude that it can also potentially challenge 
hegemonic views of ‘white beauty’ thus engaging in a discursive battle over meaning and 
interpretation; opening possibilities, but also reproducing the sexist stereotypes of ‘the exotic black 
beauty’. Now, returning to the aforementioned racialisation processes, we can first of all pinpoint that 
by using the understanding of ‘dark can be beautiful’ it homogenises and encourages people of colour 
to love their skin tone regardless of their societal position (if they can even access the position of being 
the ‘right type of dark’), thus diminishing in pure symbolic form the social discrepancy between whites 
and nonwhites, as both positions are ‘beautiful’ (if enhanced by cosmetics). This encouraging message; 
the voice and ethos of the product, becomes the voice of the oppressed; its spokesperson, of which then 
executes power through instilling a general outlook on what women of colour should and should not 
do. Secondly, it uses this rhetoric in a way that obscures that the process they are engaging in; changing 
their complexion, is in fact the complete opposite of acknowledging that dark is beautiful. Thirdly, it 
reproduces hierarchies of colourism (Hunter 2007:237) within the black community, by emphasising 
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and therefore also reproducing an understanding that a ‘fair’ complexion, or should we rather say, a 
‘redbone’ is more valuable than being complete ‘black’.  
 It would thus not be wrong to argue that these racial and sexual capital embodiments; lightening 
products, appropriate and almost parasitic, stalk upon its subjects emotional (un?)stability and self 
perception. The products further capitalise through the racialized structuration of American society by 
including women of colour as representatives for their products, which creates a sense of belonging and 
identification for the black female community. This is, however, simultaneously misleading because it 
obscures the fact that to be accepted and respected as a black woman, you need to lighten your skin. In 
other words, to be a specific kind of a black woman - a ‘not too dark black woman’. In relation to this 
we can furthermore document that the process of domination these products embody is twofold. First of 
all, by promoting and selling a ‘racial wet dream’, a way to achieve ‘greater’ and ‘better’ skin and 
therefore also a way of indirectly achieving greater societal privilege, it indirectly reproduces a 
presupposition that ‘blacks’ are indisputably disadvantaged - choke holding ‘them’ in this inescapable 
position and therefore not paying attention to diversity within the black community. However, because 
many of the disadvantages that the products indirectly enunciate they can alleviate, for a substantial 
number of people are real, the products are therefore also trapped in an inescapable process of always 
reproducing racist perspectives - either through presupposition of oppression, as highlighted above, or 
through capitalising and driving profit from structural racial hierarchies and corresponding inequalities.  
 As we mentioned above, these products do not only reproduce Anglo-features as inherent 
representations of beauty, they do - but only to a certain extent - also challenge them, by mixing the 
discursive definition of both positions (‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’). They furthermore also facilitate a 
reproduction of a hierarchical system of colour classification which appertain to the stratification black 
slave made people experienced during American slavery. Said in simpler terms, the privileges that 
lighter-skinned minority positions experience, at least within the black community, can to a certain 
extent be traced back to the favouritism placed upon skin colour during slavery (Gabriel 2007:22). This 
meant that ‘fair’ skinned black women would have ‘better jobs’, such as housekeeping chores, than 
those of their darker skinned sisters. This message is still visible in the industry, which tries to convince 
you to buy your way into a better life, by becoming ‘the exotic and desirable’ mixture of blackness and 
whiteness. What arises by looking intersectionally at this, is that racism and racial discrimination is 
much more complex than the sort of argumentation that only frames racism and discrimination as a 
uniform and universal binary between the white majority population and minority groups. It misses an 
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important fact, which is that the system that is criticised (read: structural white supremacy) not only 
works in a direct top-to-down effect, but actually establishes internal racial and colourised hierarchies 
within minority positions - which means that racist perspectives become constitutional between ‘dark’ 
and ‘light-dark’ relationships of interaction (Hunter 2007).  
This system has in actuality pitted women against each other by fostering and providing social 
privileges to those who are lighter complexioned. Relating this to the general idea that Hakim puts 
forward in her Erotic Capital it showcases that her general argument is methodologically flawed.  
Hakim’s conceptualisation of erotic capital opens up the theoretical foundation of Bourdieu’s 
approach to the general understanding of capital, but it does not do this completely compelling nor 
persuasive. The positive element that Hakim provides, is one that democratises the concept, 
disentangling it from the broader structural webs of social classification due to the fact that many of the 
eroticised facets are not only discursively produced ways of viewing the body (e.g., classifying beauty 
through genetics), but also lie within personality features, such as charm, liveliness, good manners etc. 
(Green 2012:143). However, the negative element is, in turn, an understanding of Hakim’s concept as a 
universally achievable facet that all women, through different forms of investment strategies, can 
achieve a higher erotic capital. As a consequence, this entails that possible structural limitations such as 
racial hierarchies are ignored. On a second note, the concept provides to be problematic due to Hakim’s 
understanding and usage of sexuality. To give an example, Hakim argues that men have bigger 
sex-drives than women, which in turn gives women a social and uniform advantage, hence women thus 
have more sexual leverage they can put to use. In Hakim’s words it is expressed as such:  
“Men generally want a lot more sex than they get at all ages. Women express much lower levels 
of sexual desire, as well as less sexual activity, so men spend most of their lives being sexually 
frustrated, to varying degrees. This imbalance automatically raises the level of women’s erotic 
capital and can give women an advantage in social relationships with men—if they realize it.” 
(Hakim 2011:32, 39). 
As mentioned above, this proves to be problematic because the differences in sexual activity 
that Hakim articulates might, contrarily to her standpoint, be products of the discursively constructed 
interpretations and enactments of the gender binary system, rather than actual objective differences 
between the sexes (Green 2011:144). As such, the foundational approach that Hakim uses, is 
methodologically flawed since it does not take this into account. The third problem with Hakim’s 
concept is that, even though Hakim develops erotic capital as a multimodal composition of different 
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elements in a theoretical perspective, this dissipates in her analytical employment; thus only focusing 
on the sixth element, ‘sexuality’, as the forcé of the overall concept (Green 2011:146-7). Given that we 
have provided a critical reflection of Hakim’s concept this does not entail that we don’t acknowledge 
the impact such a formulation can have on social theory. Hakim’s narrative is a powerful one, which 
does not view women’s sexuality as a restrictive factor nor as a symbolic representation and 
embodiment of oppression, but as a personal and empowering asset, which can be deployed in order to 
gain other forms of symbolic and objective value within the fields of society. Important for this kind of 
research, is that we try to escape the usual framework of treating a majority position as preconceived 
and normative. We take a closer look at the construction of this process, and make a conscious effort to 
avoid that. As we learned from the intersectional approach, it would overlook patterns of interaction 
between different phenomena and categories that are more complex and almost impossible to 
encompass as a singular and holistic form of individuality, arguing contrary to this is in many ways a 
patronising, confusing and un-nuanced perspective to uphold.  
As we have shown so far, racialised branding and an exchange of different capitals than the 
one’s Bourdieu first conceptualised, do in fact exist and they play a significant role in the cosmetic 
industry but also in the general structuration of society. It might be that cosmetic corporations 
communicate discursively that ‘beauty’ has no objective colour, that it is about being ‘natural’ and 
bringing out the individual beauty. However, this does not resonate well with how they choose to 
conduct their business. 
 
Role of Bourdieu’s Capital Framework 
 It has hopefully become apparent to the reader how Fair&White’s and Rexsol’s whitening 
products through our dissection of the different discourses they deploy, how these operate in a 
Bourdieuian capital framework. However, to sum up, we stress that the foundation for approaching 
these products through a Bourdieuian theoretical outlook is due to their symbolic structuration of 
society. What we mean with this, is that these products not only communicate but also demarcate a 
societal and historical construction of racial and sexual value; they are embodied by these discourses. 
What makes it possible to investigate the aforementioned companies products through Bourdieu’s 
analytical lens are the product’s embedded materiality of different forms of value (read: sexual and 
racial) that through a reciprocation of capital (more specifically economic capital) heightens the 
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investing individual’s overall societal value. In other words, the function of these products works in 
similar ways to a ‘science of economy’ which obtains and gathers value through an exchange of goods 
and labour. The invocation of racial and sexual value that these products supposedly sell and regardless 
if they in actuality heighten the investing individual’s value by purchasing said products, nevertheless 
operates with a discursive understanding that they will and can change the individual’s social value. 
Accepting the premise of the products; the reshaping of the body in order to climb the social ladder, as 
legitimate and following Bourdieu’s conceptual framework, a substantial analysis of how the exchange 
of ‘capital’ within the different ‘markets’ of society becomes possible. It therefore seems discernible to 
conceptualise that a higher racial and sexual value would yield greater profit within the social, 
economic and cultural frameworks that Bourdieu first introduced. Being more in line with what is 
regarded as valuable, racially and sexually speaking, makes it e.g., possible to attain higher paying 
jobs, which entails that more economic investment can be made in the different markets of society, 
such as providing better networking possibilities, buying cultural artefacts that yield a form of 
‘intellectual’ value and so forth. In time the investment in the different markets would ultimately 
reciprocate in higher economic gain. Metaphorically speaking, the relationship between the different 
markets should therefore be imagined as an upward scaling spiral, where whitening products play a 
central part in the possibility for ‘scaling to the top of the spiral’. Nevertheless, it can still be questioned 
how much of an impact these products actually have. Even though the argument we have showcased so 
far, is theoretically possible within the confinements of Bourdieu’s thinking - it does not seem as such a 
straightforward process - especially when considering the role ‘race’ has played in the foundation and 
structuration of American society. Yes, whitening products would probably provide some benefits for 
some people (read: the ones that are the perfect mix of ‘whiteness’ and blackness’), but arguing that 
these products will completely overhaul the social and historical circumscription of categories that we 
are ‘placed’ within, seems a little too simplistic and naive. In other words, the ‘fields’ of society play a 
crucial part in actually deciding how much one can climb the social ladder; a point that Hakim 
completely disregards in her encapsulation of Bourdieu. 
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Ethical considerations 
One can argue that what Mitchell Group and Rexsol are doing is just fulfilling a need that 
women have because they are dissatisfied with their looks. Thus as we have investigated the discourse 
used to sell their products along with their choice of branding strategies, it is clear to us that it is not 
simple as just ‘fulfilling a need’. Both Mitchell Group and Rexsol are, regardless of their branding 
strategies, grounding their products in the idea of a quixotic look on normativity in society. This is 
problematic because it reproduces a societal structure of systematically favouring lighter and ‘fairer’ 
skin; if you act according to societal norms and achieve a lighter skin colour you will become included 
in the favouring part of society. It is henceforth crucial to look at the responsibility the corporations’ 
bear when selling these products. This includes looking at this from, not only a health and medical 
perspective but also from a social and ethical aspect. By selling lightning products that are not only 
sexualised, mainly aiming at women, but also racialized to promote one’s looks, the corporations sell a 
certain, and rather problematic, worldview of favouring lighter and fairer skin, thereby neglecting to 
consider the consequences for anyone not complying to this category. What these companies 
additionally do, is making the ‘normative’ world ‘accessible’ to people feeling excluded from it. Both 
Rexsol and Mitchell Group, sell an idea representing a sort of liberation for the consumers, but also a 
systematic deviation from the norm 
   
Neither Mitchell Group nor Rexsol work with an official ‘code of conduct,’ thus both 
corporations do emphasize that their highest corporate value is the quality and high standard of the 
products they produce and sell, rather than the social or ethical aspect of what their products represent. 
Especially Mitchell Group, who states that they are “more than just another skincare brand. We have an 
advantage that WE CARE” and stand behind the efficacy of our skincare products” (fairandwhite.com 
2016:n.p.). This demonstrates perfectly the framework they are operating within. The quality of their 
products is their main priority, whereas hiring well-educated people to maintain a high quality of 
products is their second. If this is the prioritised list of the companies, one might then ask ‘what about 
the consumer's’ position? The irony regarding Mitchell Group’s statement WE CARE” is that it does 
not apply to their consumers, who are in a parallel position between the two aforementioned priorities, 
because they are the ones purchasing their products, and therefore not the main concern in relation to 
Mitchell Group’s profits, due to the logic of; good products makes happy customers buying more. This 
line of thinking is not in consistency with a code of conduct, that considers the consumer position from 
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a moral and ethical standpoint as seen with Mitchell Group WE CARE” stand that surely does not 
include the physical damage their products can cause nor the white supremacist outlook on women that 
are reproduced.  
 Another point, to emphasize is, as we have problematised before, the name Fair&White. The 
name in itself suggest an inclined preference for lighter skin, enforced by the fact that the company 
produces, distributes and sells bleaching products, thus as the company has showcased in the press 
statement of the sub-company Fair&White, that the name does not entail any racist connotations which 
could be perceived from an outside view. The company Fair&White is named after the founder’s two 
best friends; Mr. George Fair and Mr. William White, thereby disregarding any racist connotations that 
might lie behind the name. Furthermore it is highlighted that the founder of Fair&White married a 
woman from Senegal “In spired by his wife and the mother of his first child he formulated the 
eponymous Fair&White skincare line with the utmost care and attention for all ethnicities” 
(fairandwhite.com 2016:n.p.). This point most certainly is to showcase that the company is embracing 
women of colour, and again to discard any discrimination or racist connotations regarding the name 
and trying to give it an honest sentiment. However, even though the name of the company might be as 
Mitchell Group proclaims, it is still leaning towards white skin. 
  As for Rexsol, stating that they also are a leading skincare brand and researcher in their field of 
expertise to develop a better quality of their products, they do not, much like Mitchell Group, take a 
stand to include a consideration for their consumer's position. Instead, they confidently place their trust in 
their products, thus not concerned with the consumer, following the same logic as Mitchell Group: 
good products makes happy customers buy more. Hence, their concern is disclosed through the 
guarantee of high quality products, and thereby keeping the consumers within the same parallel 
concern as Mitchell Group does; the consumer's role is thereby accounted for, but not directly spoken 
of. Although presenting their products with a somewhat neutral medical discourse, the white girl on 
their homepage, lying on the American flag is far from that. The white girl, seductively lying on the 
American flag, is presented as a representative of both and the American people. The former comes to 
show by being the first image one encounters by visiting their webpage and the latter comes to show by 
the fact that the woman is lying and covering herself up with the American flag. However, this is 
problematic, because, in reality, Rexsol is only representing a fragment of the people living in the US 
and further cementing that ‘Americanness’ equals ‘whiteness’ a message that is quite contrary to the 
embodiment of freedom and individuality that shapes American discourse. By showcasing the girl as 
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the very first thing, it is impossible to disregard what she represents; the ‘white American dream’, 
saying that by using these products it will allow you to move up the social ladder, and provide an easier 
access into a white world of ignorance and privilege made accessible to ‘you’, hence reproducing the 
same oppressive structures, that the consumers are wanting to refrain from. 
  When focusing on the impact corporations such as Mitchell Group and Rexsol have within 
society, it can be argued that they are obstructing human rights as well as other UN conventions that 
their consumers are entitled to by the simple act of being human. This happens through an exploitation 
of the individual. The thought behind the UN Declaration of Human Rights is to protect the individual 
from exploitation and has become an intrinsic element in regards to Western values and democracy; the 
interdependent relation between human rights and democracy is one of the most transparent structures 
within Western government, institutions and society (Patnaik 2004:500). Human rights thoughts and 
values have hence influenced society and its institutions as well as how the individual views and 
understand her/himself within a civil and political rights framework. Therefore, being a corporation 
established in a Western as well as ‘non-Western’ society should also reflect these values. Arguably so, 
Mitchell Group and Rexsol’s consumers do have the freedom, that the Human Rights Declaration 
demands; to choose whether or not to buy and use these products. But given the historical 
developments of people of colour, the structural oppression they were subdued to until the 1960’s (and 
in many ways continue to be so), and the favouring of fairer skin within society. They are 
systematically and institutionally compelled to continue to buy these products in order to promote their 
social position. By doing so, it reproduces the oppression, making the consumers active participants in 
this circular systemic process, The cultural structures that Mitchell Group and Rexsol are acting 
according to are in obstruction with the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women, because they discriminate women both sexually and racially by 
reemphasizing a demands of normativity that is unattainable for some people, and thus subjecting them 
to customs and practices that reproduce this circular process (U.N. CEDAW art. 2 1979).  
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Unilever 
Furthering the logic of the ethical considerations that we have presented above - focusing on the 
obstruction of Human Rights - we would like to point towards a widely known multinational company 
- Unilever - in order to showcase that the aforementioned process is not only something that is inherent 
for Mitchell Group and Rexsol USA, but actually something that structures the foundation of many 
multinational corporations. 
Unilever is a global business, founded in the 1930’s with a corporate vision of helping people to 
look good and feel good and to get more out of life. The company owns more than 400 brands, 
organised into four division; foods, refreshments, home care and personal care, some of these brands 
being; Knorr, Dove, Axe, Magnum, Lipton, Ben & Jerry’s etc (Unilever.com 2016:n.p.) It is a dynamic 
company, not only in matters of the wide range of production, but also as a company that takes a stand 
on some central issues that the world is facing these days, global warming, assuring better 
circumstances for workers in third world countries through recognition of the human rights, fighting 
discrimination etc., Moreover by cooperating with NGO’s and officially supporting the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goals through its brightFuture campaign (brightfuture.unilever.com 
2016:n.p.) focusing on access to school, clean water for all and climate change awareness, they portray 
their wish for worldwide change. These values are additionally captured in Unilever’s Sustainable 
Living Plan – to make sustainable living commonplace. By setting three goals, the Sustainable Living 
Plan will enable Unilever, by 2020 to; help more than a billion people to improve their health and well-
being. To halve the environmental footprint of our products and to source 100% of our agricultural raw 
materials sustainably and enhance the livelihoods of people across our value chain, showcasing a social 
awareness. 
  Unilever has 13 brands selling for more than €1 Billion a year (unilever.com 2016:n.p.), one of 
these brands being Dove, a company manufacturing beauty products since 1957. After a research in 
2004 showed that only 4% of women around the world describe themselves as beautiful, Dove 
launched the Dove Self-Esteem Project, to elucidate and put focus on raising women’s self-esteem, 
“Dove has a vision of a world where beauty is a source of confidence, and not anxiety” (dove.us 
2016:n.p.). In addition to this, Dove also launched the Real Beauty campaign to change the negative 
way women speak about themselves, all in the spirit of Unilever to improve the health and well-being 
of their consumers. As the company itself points to, the world might have a diverse understanding of 
what beauty is, but there is a leaning towards a hegemonic view of beauty as being the fair, thin, Anglo 
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featured woman, especially dominating the Western notion of ‘real beauty; which through globalization 
has influenced the rest of the world, through products, media, advertising etc. Therefore, children who 
fall outside of the ‘real beauty’ category can result in low self-esteem, Deborah Gabriel argues that if a 
child is exposed to negative racial experiences based on skin complexion, from parents or society in 
terms of exclusion, as seen with the comb test or the brown paper bag test, that the children can in turn 
develop psychological problems in addition to the low self-esteem (Gabriel 2007:26-27). It is thus 
important, not only to locate where the ‘real beauty’ notion stems from, but to confront the systematic 
oppression of diversity it has, not only on the individual but on entire communities. 
Both campaigns are trying to steer away from these hegemonic understandings of white ‘right’ 
beauty, but they are absenting the historical impact of white supremacy, which has systematically 
favoured a whiter Anglo aesthetics. Dove are, hence, dismissing a crucial societal oppression that their 
consumers of colour have been subjected to through exclusion, humiliation and racism for centuries. 
This is especially illustrative in their newest campaign #LoveYourCurls. The fact that this campaign 
emphasises on curls and not hair in general, can be tied to the historical understanding of curly hair. 
Curly hair was used as a measurement to exclude people with darker skin complexions by using the 
comb-test; if the hair was considered to be too frizzy or kinky for a comb to run through it, you were 
not allowed inside (Kerr 2006; Gabriel 2007:24). The campaign is messaging an important topic to be 
discussed within American culture, thus neglecting to emphasize why there even is an internalized 
dismay for curly hair within society? Thereby neglecting to address the systematic oppression as the 
foundation of the dismay. Instead Dove focuses on the individual consumer’s misconception of beauty, 
as the actual problem (Hunter 2011). 
The Real Beauty campaign is, thus, in conflict with its own goals for change, hence claiming to 
want to embrace a more diverse understanding of beauty, by breaking with the Anglo aesthetics as 
hegemonic. The aim of the campaign is thus to starting a dialogue amongst its consumers - meanwhile 
reproducing the beauty image of whiteness when producing and selling whitening products. Dove, 
being an international company, and therefore manufacturing a wide selection of products to all 
outskirts of the world, is, to us, interesting to recollect that even though Dove do not sell their 
whitening products in the US, they do in fact manufacture and sell them in many other countries in the 
world. Thereby recognizing that whitening products are a complete contradiction to Dove’s ‘Real 
Beauty campaign’ and ‘Self-Esteem Project’. These products play into a society that systematically 
subjects women into buying and using these products because society has a clear favouring of lighter 
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skinned women. Furthermore, as stressed by Hunter, these products meanwhile grants women access to 
promote their societal position; getting better pay jobs or a wealthier husband because the social 
preference of lighter complexions (Hunter 2011:151). We have chosen to problematize this, because 
Dove is viewed as an outstanding brand on its turf on wanting to promote a broader view on beauty, but 
by producing whitening products, like Mitchell Group and Rexsol does, they are also promoting one 
kind of real beauty, namely whiter/lighter beauty which further feeds into an already white supremacist 
ideology that contributes to the low self-esteem amongst women, that Dove is claiming to reverse. 
Furthermore, Unilever, being a company who wants to do good followed through by programs 
to promote amongst other things; empowerment, nutrition and hygiene, is conflicting in terms of their 
partnership with Dove when producing and selling whitening products because these products are 
portrayed through societal lore’s as giving its users empowerment, thus sustaining an oppressing 
system favouring light skinned complexions. Moreover, Dove is not the only company Unilever owns 
that produces whitening products, the company Fair&Lovely distributed in India, who uses celebrities 
to promote their products. One instance is the Bollywood actor Shah Rukh Khan who in 2007 was 
criticized for promoting whitening creams for Fair and Handsome (the male products of Fair and 
Lovely) in India (telegraph.co.uk 2007 n.p.). By promoting whitening product, he was endorsing the 
usage of whitening products, hence making it socially acceptable practice. This further showcases the 
inconsistency in wanting to promote ‘health, wellbeing and empowerment’ by Unilever, thus at the 
same time contributing to a systematic global subjection to lighter skin complexion, neglecting the 
health aspect of the products, and hence maintaining status quo. Unilever, who from an outside 
perspective, seems as a corporation wanting to change the ethical, environmental and social 
responsibilities that they are working within, the crude reality is, however, that they just feed into the 
economic system of supply and demand.  
 
 
  
51 
Unfair and Lovely 
As a resistance strategy to the cosmetic industry and, especially, producers of whitening 
products, a new generation of women have decided to take action against the oppression they face. To 
highlight the double standard of the cosmetics industry and their ‘because you’re worth it’ rhetoric they 
launched (among others) the #unfairandlovely campaign online. The purpose of it is for the women of 
colour to share pictures of their actual natural skin colour (and hashtagging it with the aforementioned 
campaign’s slogan), which according to them, does not need the ‘improvement’ that the cosmetic 
companies try to convince them is necessary to be considered beautiful. They stress how the products 
influence society and in fact play a part in communicating ‘beauty’ as something that is societally 
structured and not something that is inherently individual, as it oppositely is communicated by the 
industry itself. It is a message against the idea, that you need to buy anything to feel and be beautiful. It 
is a campaign encouraging women to embrace their actual self, without a need to buy anything or fulfill 
any external expectations; rebellion not only against sexist beauty standards, but against systemic racial 
oppression of women of colour.  
 
 
  
52 
Conclusion 
 After researching the topic of this paper we realized that the main concern of all the companies 
we looked into is, unsurprisingly, profit. Even those which seem to have some sorts of moral 
conscience at first glance, in closer look focus mostly on increasing their sales, and that is, sadly, the 
main conclusion of our research paper. As we illustrated by introducing the Unilever case, the 
corporate structure of cosmetic industry just makes it more transparent to see how cynical the business 
really is.  
 Within our project we use intersectionality because we believe that it is the broadest and honest 
way of conducting research on the border of gender, race and class, and it assures the transparency and 
inclusion that is essential to studies about marginalized groups, what is the most important, avoiding 
essentialism and generalisations. We recognise that identity and self identification are processes far 
more complicated to present them as one dimensional, but we also are informed that to be able to 
empower yourself some sort of essentialism is necessary. 
By appealing to women through the discourse of beauty and false promise that they can and 
should increase their social status by buying these prominent products and thus, buying into the idea 
that everybody can be beautiful, and therefore successful but only ‘with a little help’ from ‘friends’. 
This illustrates the false assumptions and weaknesses of Hakim’s erotic capital, which pushes the 
responsibilities for inequality and systemic oppressions onto individuals. What Hakim believes opens 
up the possibilities for everybody (especially women) to climb up the social ladder (by exercising, 
dressing up and basically conforming with the societal idea of beauty, on all the seven levels she 
mentions in her theory) is the reproduction of those oppressions. Hakim completely ignores, similarly 
to the companies that sell whitening creams, but contrary to Hunter, how systemic racism, sexism and 
the issues of class (and all their complexities), influence how women believe they might increase their 
‘market value’. In this sense Hakim’s theory is represented in the cosmetic industry’s cynical logic, 
including their branding strategies as well as the influence they have on society. Whitening products 
are, from this point of view, a metaphor for Hakim’s theory: selling the impossible dream of a better 
life, better skin; something that might potentially be empowering and bring agency to people; help 
women of colour become more ‘approachable’, closer to the ideal of what they should be. However, 
they at the same time reproduce oppressing women of colour in the circle of impossible racist beauty 
standards. Yet, however true this process in actuality might be, we do not believe that this way of 
arguing is a completely fruitful way of engaging in addressing racial inequalities because it traps 
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women of colour in an endless self perpetuating racist system which they will never escape from. We 
acknowledge the importance whitening creams and the potential they can have for women of colour. 
We do therefore not seek to criticize their choices, but we also are very aware that whatever reasons 
people have for using whitening products, might be a survival strategy in a structural racial unequal 
system; more so entailing that people play by the rules that are provided and therefore not combat nor 
question the structuration to begin with.  
However, it seems important to mention that movements such as the #unfairandlovely are a 
direct response to the industry’s logic because their goal is to dismantle the obscured racist and sexist 
perspectives the industry perpetuates as the concept ‘beauty’. They are also a civil commentary on how 
women of colour actually feel about the industry’s strategies, products and everything they entail.  
We would like to stress that this research paper has not tried to speak on behalf of people who 
use whitening products, because we do not think such positions can be legitimately upheld, when 
dealing with sensitive topics such as, minority positions, while arguing from a majority standpoint. We 
cannot claim that we know the reasoning behind the individual usage of these products, and we 
therefore must treat the assumptions and reasonings for engaging in the process of ‘whitening’ as 
legitimate and rational choices and not just by-products of internalised racism - we need to treat people 
as people and not only as abstract concepts and positions that indisputably behave according to a 
specific societal logic - even though there is some truth to this. This research paper should instead be 
understood as a way of trying to look at the whitening industry and its influence on society and the 
strategies they use to sell their products, and also the possible effects this might have on their target 
groups. 
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